The Low-Demand Communication Toolkit
A practical guide for communicating with demand-avoidant pupils

This toolkit provides immediate communication strategies for pupils who experience
demand avoidance, whether as part of a PDA profile, anxiety response, or trauma
reaction. These approaches reduce the pressure that can trigger fight-flight responses
whilst maintaining necessary boundaries and expectations.

The techniques work because they preserve the pupil's sense of autonomy whilst still
achieving your educational goals. Rather than issuing direct instructions that can feel
overwhelming, you'll offer choices, share control, and create collaborative
partnerships.

1. Replace commands with gentle invitations

Transform direct instructions into softer requests that feel more like collaboration than
compliance. This preserves the pupil's sense of choice whilst still guiding them towards
the desired action.

Instead of "Sit down and start your work," try approaches that feel less demanding. You
might say "l wonder if you'd like to join us at the table?" or "Would now feel like a good
time to have a look at this together?" These invitations create space for the pupil to
engage willingly rather than reactively.

The key is removing the urgency and command structure whilst maintaining clear
expectations. "When you're ready, we'll need to..." acknowledges their need for control
over timing whilst establishing that the task remains important.

Suggested scripts:
e "I'm curious if you might be interested in..."
e "Would it work for you if we..."
e "lwonder whetheryou'd prefer to..."

Implementation tips: Wait after offering invitations - rushing diminishes their
effectiveness. Make genuine offers where possible rather than disguised commands.

2. Share your thinking process

Demand-avoidant pupils often resist when they don't understand the reasoning behind
requests. By sharing your thought process, you transform mysterious demands into
logical suggestions they can evaluate and potentially accept.

Explain the 'why' behind your requests in a collaborative way. "I'm thinking we should
move to the quiet room because the noise level seems quite high in here - what do you
reckon?" This gives the pupil information to make their own assessment rather than
feeling controlled by your judgment alone.
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You can also share uncertainty or ask for their expertise. "I'm not sure what would help
most right now, you know yourself better than | do. What tends to work when you're
feeling like this?" This positions them as the expert on their own experience.

Suggested scripts:
e "My thinkingis..."
e "I'mwondering if..."
e "Thereason I'm suggesting thisis..."

Implementation tips: Use a genuinely collaborative tone rather than patronising
explanation. Acknowledge when you're uncertain - this builds trust and reduces
perceived demands.

3. Offer genuine choices and control

Create opportunities for the pupil to exercise autonomy within necessary boundaries.
This satisfies their need for control whilst ensuring important tasks still happen.

Present options wherever possible: "Would you prefer to write this or tell me your
ideas?" or "Should we tackle maths first or reading?" Even small choices - which pen to
use, where to sit, whether to stand or sit - can significantly reduce demand perception.
When non-negotiable tasks must happen, offer control over how, when, or where rather
than whether. "This assignment needs completing by Friday. Would you like to work on it
now, after break, or during afternoon session?" maintains the requirement whilst
preserving their sense of agency.

Suggested scripts:
e "You could... or alternatively..."
e "What would feel more manageable for you?"
e "How would you prefer to tackle this?"

Implementation tips: Ensure choices are genuine - false choices increase rather than
decrease resistance. Build choice-making into your regular interaction patterns.

4. Use collaborative language

Shift from 'you' language to 'we' language to create partnership rather than hierarchy.
This reduces the sense of being controlled or judged whilst maintaining shared
responsibility for outcomes.

Replace "You need to finish this" with "Let's see how we can get this sorted." The subtle
shift from individual responsibility to shared problem-solving often dramatically
reduces resistance whilst achieving the same practical outcomes.

Collaborative language also works for behaviour expectations. Instead of "Stop talking,"

try "We need to keep our voices down so everyone can concentrate." This frames
expectations as shared community needs rather than personal control.
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Suggested scripts:
e "Shallwe...?"
e '"Let'sworkout..."
e "Wecouldtry..."

Implementation tips: Match your tone to your language - collaborative words with
commanding tone won't work. Practice until this language feels natural rather than
forced.

5. Acknowledge their internal experience

Demand-avoidant pupils often feel misunderstood, which can escalate their defensive
responses. Acknowledging what they might be experiencing helps them feel seen and
reduces the need to fight for recognition.

Reflect what you observe without interpretation: "l can see this feels really difficult right
now" or "It looks like you're having quite a strong reaction to this." Avoid assumptions
about emotions but do acknowledge the reality of their experience.

You can also normalise their responses. "Lots of people find this type of task quite
demanding" helps them understand their reaction isn't wrong or unusual, reducing
shame that often compounds demand avoidance.

Suggested scripts:
e "I notice..."
o '"ltseemslike..."
e "That sounds really..."

Implementation tips: Stay curious rather than certain about their experience. Your
acknowledgment doesn't need to be perfectly accurate - the attempt to understand
often matters more than precision.

6. Create escape routes and time boundaries

Provide clear pathways out of demanding situations so pupils don't feel trapped. When
people know they can leave, they often become more able to stay and engage.

Offer explicit permission to take breaks: "If this starts feeling too much, you can
absolutely take a pause." Or create automatic escape routes: "Let's try this for ten
minutes, then we'll check in about how it's going."

Time boundaries also reduce demand perception by making tasks feel finite. "We'll
spend just five minutes on this" feels far less overwhelming than an open-ended
expectation. Often pupils will continue beyond the stated time once they feel the
pressure reduced.
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Suggested scripts:
e "We can stop whenever you need to"
e ‘"Let'strythisfor..."
e "You can step away if..."

Implementation tips: Follow through consistently on offered escape routes to build
trust. Start with shorter time boundaries and gradually increase as pupils develop
confidence.

7. Validate before redirecting

When pupils are struggling or resistant, acknowledge their perspective before
attempting to shift their focus. This prevents them feeling dismissed and often
increases willingness to consider alternatives.

Start with genuine understanding: "It sounds like this assignment feels completely
overwhelming right now." Allow that response to land before offering support: "l wonder
what might help make it feel more manageable?"

Validation doesn't mean agreement with all their assessments, but it does mean taking
their experience seriously. "You're right that this is quite challenging" can be followed by
"and | have confidence you can handle challenging things with the right support.”

Suggested scripts:
e "That makes sense..."
e "l can understand why..."
e "You're absolutely right that..."

Implementation tips: Pause between validation and redirection - rushing this process
reduces its effectiveness. Mean your validation genuinely rather than using it as a
manipulation technique.

JLow-demand communication isn't about lowering expectations or avoiding necessary
boundaries. It's about achieving your goals through partnership rather than control,
which often proves far more effective than traditional directive approaches.

These strategies require practice to feel natural, but they create classroom
environments where demand-avoidant pupils can engage more successfully whilst all
pupils benefit from increased choice and collaboration.

Please feel free to use and share this resource with appropriate credit.
For enquiries about working with Pooky, email pooky@inourhands.com
To access online courses and resources, visit: pookyknightsmith.com
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